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CORRESPONDENCE 


To the Editors: 


Allow me to make a few comments concerning the recent book 
by Martin Gardner, How Not to Test a Psychic (Prometheus Books, 
Buffalo, NY, 1989), where the author reviews experiments which I 
performed years ago with the subject, Mr. P. S. (Pavel Stepanek). 

With all due respect to the author’s opinions (which he tries to 
defend at any price), and even though I commend the fact that he 
evidently perused much of the relevant literature thoroughly, his 
reading of this literature was biased by his a priori negative point 
of view (even though he disclaims it on p. 8). Similarly biased was 
the treatment (or, rather, the distortion) of some facts as described 
in his book. This alone, in my opinion, disqualifies his book as a 
serious work of scholarship. (The book still remains a comprehen 
sive and readable job of investigative reporting — unfortunately 
marred by the author’s tendency to twist facts to suit his purposes,’ 
to use innuendoes, and to rely on unconfirmed hearsay when it sup- 
ports his position.) v 

Because of the extent of material discussed in the book, a com- 
prehensive review is not practicable. Yet there are at least a few 
points which should be put on record. 

I tried to cooperate with Mr. Gardner as honestly and efficiend 
as I could. I even welcomed the opportunity to correspond with, 
person known as a critic of ESP research, because I presumed tha 
his interest was motivated primarily by the desire to search obje 
tively for truth. I answered all his questions, put at his dispos 
relevant photographs as well as samples of materials used in th 
experiments, as did P. S. (who still resides in Prague, CzechosloV 
kia) — at least to the extent that his recollection allowed him to co 
ment on details of procedures in experiments performed more i 
two decades ago. 

The hypothesis by which Gardner tried to explain the positi 
ESP performance of the subject is absurd, and his description o 
shows how easily malevolent critics can distort the truth. The fa< 
that in no experiment was P. S. allowed to handle the target m 
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: riaIs in the wa y suggested by Gardner (that by opening the flaps of 
outer covers with his fingers he could peek and see their contents). 
Besides, even if he could, he could see only inner envelopes and 
could not get sensory knowledge of the cards inside. (In some ex- 
periments, the inner envelopes were unsealed only after the conclu- 
ston of the experimental series; in others the cards were randomly 
: reversed and moved from one envelope to the other.) When I said 
| above that P. S. was not “allowed,” this expression does not tell the 
y whole story. In fact, P. S., always faithfully and with care to the least 
! detail, followed procedures imposed on him by the experimenters 
■ and never tried to introduce procedural modifications of his own. 

^ Had Gardner really cared to report objectively, he could have 
| printed the authentic photograph of the experimental situation, 1 
which shows that (in those experiments when P. S. was allowed to 
|touch the outer covers) he held the covers differently from the way 
|hown in the speculative illustration in Figure 2 in Gardner’s book; 
f or > Gardner could have used a photograph in which the experimen- 
ter held tight exactly those flaps which, according to Gardner’s hy- 
pothesis, P. S. supposedly opened to peek inside. Of course, such a 
photo was not used because it would immediately show the absurd- 
ly of Gardner’s hypothesis. 

E,, . Ot", I may illustrate how a skillful choice of one single word in 
ne right context may suffice to distort meaning and create the 
inpression of something dubious. On page 95, Gardner mentions 
hat the Dutch psychologist J. T. Barendregt did not believe in ESP, 
pd in this connection Gardner mentions vaguely that Barendregt 
/as embarrassed ... by the outcome of the experiments in Prague.” 
Vhy “embarrassed”? We do not learn it from Gardner, but I can 
ifovide some illumination on the nature of this “embarrassment” 
rom my recollection of a conversation which Barendregt when I 
rw the Dutch investigators off at the Prague airport after the ex- 
eriments. (Barendregt and Barkema are dead and cannot vouch 
)r this conversation, but J. Rappers, the third member of the 
mtch team that worked with P. S., was present and may still re- 
tember it.) 

it When parting, Barendregt said to me, in effect, this: “Do you 
Blow what for me was most impressive in this experiment? I’ll tell 
E&- When you welcomed us at the airpbrt at our arrival I made a 
Khark, by w ay of conversation, that I was curious how the experi- 


Sce Milan Ryzl, Hellsehen in Hypnose, German version, published by Ramon F. 
t Verlag (now Anston Verlag), Geneva, Switzerland, 1971, p. 201. 
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ment would turn out. You then in all seriousness reassured me: 
‘Don’t worry, the result will be OK.’ I was surprised then by your 
certainty of success, and I am all the more shocked now that the 
result was really positive, just as you assured me it would be.” So it 
was the calm repeatability of P. S.’s performance (at that time) that 
could be embarrassing for a disbeliever. 

One minor factual error should be corrected also (p. 259): The 
name of P. S.’s friend is Dagmar Rillova (not Ryzlova; no family 
relationship). 

Also, I want to put on record that I have been informed recently 
by P. S. that Gardner tried to open further correspondence with 
him, suggesting that P. S. write an article or give an interview in 
which he would reveal how he cheated. 2 Gardner went on to offer 
his good offices and his connection with an organization to help 
publicize his report and arrange to produce a documentary film that 
would make him at once internationally famous and at the same 
time enable him to receive substantial honoraria. That P. S. resisted 
all these inducements to testify falsely that he cheated is a testimony 
of his honesty and integrity. It is for the reader himself to judge 
Gardner’s motives and tactics in offering such inducements to tempt 
P. S. to testify in support of Gardner’s conjectures. 

Milan Ryzl 

P. O. Box 9459 
San Jose, CA 95157 


2 Editors’ note. The Editors have reviewed the letter from Martin Gardner to P. S. f 
to which Ryzl refers, and in their opinion his description of it is accurate. Gardner • 
confirmed the authenticity of the letter although he disputed the purpose for which,' 
it was transmitted. The letter itself is not being published because Gardner said itl 
was intended to be private and that he would sue if it were reproduced in the Joumal.i 
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